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Data from the 1997 National Compensation
Survey were used to examine union-nonunion
occupational pay differences for the total
economy, private industry, and State and local
government.  In almost all occupations, union
workers enjoyed a salary advantage over non-
union workers.

ANN C. FOSTER

Nonunion workers

Union workers

Percent change in wages and salaries for union and
nonunion workers, private industry, 1976-99

12-month percent change

Union-nonunion
Wage Differences,
1997

Ann C. Foster is an economist in the Division of  Compensation Data
Analysis and Planning, Bureau of Labor Statistics.
Telephone: (202) 691-6199
E-mail: Foster_A@bls.gov

Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) data show that the rela-
tionship between union and nonunion pay increases in pri-
vate industry has varied over time.  Employment Cost Index
(ECI) data show that, between 1975 and 1982, union pay
consistently rose more rapidly than nonunion pay.  In con-
trast, between December 1982 and March 1999, nonunion
pay rose faster.1   (See chart.)

Although union wages have not increased as rapidly as
nonunion wages in recent years, they still are higher.  For
example, data from the Employer Costs for Employee Com-
pensation (ECEC) Survey show that, in March 1999, wages
and salaries for private industry union workers averaged
$16.21 per hour, compared with $13.54 for nonunion work-
ers.  From another perspective, data from the Current Popu-
lation Survey (CPS) show that, in 1998, median hourly earn-
ings of private industry wage and salary workers who are
paid by the hour and represented by a union were $13.26,
compared with $8.40 among nonunion workers.2

The National Compensation Survey (NCS) provides oc-
cupational wage estimates for the total economy, private in-
dustry, and State and local government.  NCS data also are
classified by worker characteristics, such as bargaining sta-
tus (union-nonunion); establishment characteristics, such as
establishment size; and geographic area.3

Bargaining status information has been included in NCS
area wage survey publications since 1996.  Now, nationwide
data are also available.  This article uses data from the 1997

NCS to examine union-nonunion differences in occupational
pay.  Analysis of nationwide NCS data will provide a differ-
ent perspective on union-nonunion pay differences from those
provided by ECEC and CPS data.

Union status
In the NCS, a worker is considered to be in a union occupa-
tion when all of the following conditions are met:

• A labor organization is recognized as the bargaining
agent for all workers in the occupation.

• Wage and salary rates are determined through collec-
tive bargaining or negotiations.


